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Introduction  

The Charleston Police Departmentôs (CPDôs) intent for this document is to provide a quality, 

meaningful report written with integrity and transparency.  It is our belief that this After Action 

Review will help us better serve and protect the community. Honest and transparent self-

assessment is integral to improvement, so understanding what CPD did well during the events of 

May 30-31, as well as how it could improve, are extremely importantðnot only for the policing 

of future events, but to instill confidence and trust in law enforcement. 

It was with these principles and goals in mind that CPD appointed a task force to conduct a review 

of police actions and to organize and prepare an After Action Review. This task force, assembled 

shortly after the civil unrest, collected and reviewed information related to the events, conducted 

interviews of officers and Command Staff, spent many hundreds of hours listening to tapes, 

conducted specialty unit meetings, held after action sessions, and created detailed time-lines of 

events. The areas of review have been categorized as follows: Command & Control, Internal 

Communication, External Communication, Resource Accountability, and the Response to Civil 

Disturbances. The ultimate aim of this document is to further improve the practices of CPD, as 

well as to identify and continue with encouraging practices that are already in place. 

It is also important to note that this review focuses on the police response to the element of 

individuals who engaged in civil unrest, whether destruction of property or violence against others. 

It in no way seeks to conflate this criminal element with protesters who legitimately exercised their 

First Amendment Rights. 
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Executive Summary 

This After Action Review sets out to evaluate the police response to the protests and riots that 

occurred in the City of Charleston on May 30 and May 31.  Identifying shortcomings, and areas in 

which the Charleston Police Department (CPD) can improve, will help CPD further advance in its 

mission to protect and serve the citizens of Charleston, SC. 

While much of the focus of this After Action Review is CPDôs response to the actions of a few 

individuals bent on violence and destruction, it is important to acknowledge that the vast majority 

of protestersðthere were approximately 2,000 presentðremained peaceful, and were legitimately 

exercising their First Amendment Rights; moreover, CPD stands with the mayor in condemning 

the excessive use of force used against George Floyd in Minneapolis, as well as elsewhere across 

the nation. It is deplorable and it has no place in law enforcement. 

The protests of May 30-31 in Charleston, SC were a response to the unlawful killing of George 

Floyd on May 25, in Minneapolis, MN; indeed, events in that city triggered demonstrations across 

the nation. The riot on the Peninsula was nonetheless unexpected. Charleston had not seen a riot 

since 1919, which made this event unprecedented in modern times.1 The protests remained 

generally peaceful throughout the day; however, a criminal element entered the Peninsula in the 

evening, and took the opportunity to destroy property and engage in wanton violence, both against 

their fellow citizens and the police. Rioters fought with the police and amongst themselves, 

damaged several businesses, damaged private and City property, set fires, and refused to disperse 

when ordered. The riot ended when CPD, and supporting agencies, regained control of the situation 

and dispersed the rioters, pushing them out of the area.  

Many peaceful protestors descended on the Peninsula the following day and, again, a small number 

engaged in civil unrest, were violent, or otherwise posed a threat to public safety. Accordingly, a 

curfew was put in place at the end of the day on May 31 so that there would not be a repeat of the 

destruction of the night before. 

Command and Control 

CPD had a written Incident Action Plan (IAP) in place based on the information and intelligence 

available for this event. There was an identified Incident Commander, Public Safety Operations 

Center Staff (PSOC) and Field Commanders and Officers. The unprecedented scale and nature of 

the unrest, about which there was no tangible intelligence, meant that CPD risked being 

overwhelmed. Command staffðsome of whom came in voluntarily to assistðstepped in to 

undertake unassigned tasks and manage the situation. Inevitably, there was some duplication, since 

these command tasks were undertaken ad hoc. 

CPD immediately adjusted its command structure on May 31 to provide a more clearly delineated 

Incident Command. Moving forward, CPD commanders should continue to organize responses to 

significant events using ICS (Incident Command System), and the Planning Section must establish 

                                                 
1 New York Tribune, May 13, 1919, p. 9 (referencing the Charleston Riot of May 10, 1919). 
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clear objectives, properly allocate resources, and establish a plan for the following operational 

period. Additional commanders and supervisors have been trained and assigned to the planning to 

ensure that CPD is prepared for all contingencies.  CPD now has a lead field commander who will 

serve as a single point of contact for the Public Safety Operations Center to provide instruction 

and receive recommendations from the field. 

Internal Communications 

CPD and all other responding agencies used a designated radio channel for communication during 

this event (Incident 3). CPD patrol continued using CPD Channel 1 for regular calls for service.  

This assured clear communication prior to the riot beginning. When CPD Channel 1 became 

entirely focused on responding to the riot, merging the channels or moving to one consolidated 

channel would have been more efficient. 

Briefing officers going on duty was challenging for two reasons: first, because there was no staging 

area from which to conduct a brief and, second, because officers were being dispatched as soon as 

they became available because of the urgent need. Since this event, CPD has utilized a staging 

manager with a designated location for all additional resources to report and receive an initial 

briefing. This should be standard practice moving forward. 

Internal communications to the department from PSOC were inconsistent. To ensure officer safety, 

CPD will assign someone to assure two-way communication between PSOC and department 

employees during such events. Since this event, regular updates to the department have been sent 

from the PSOC.  Additionally, a supervisor call-out group has been created to provide a consistent 

and easily disseminated message to first line supervisors. 

External Communications 

The Charleston Police Department used Reverse 911 during the evening of May 30th to alert 

individuals on the Peninsula of the riots and to shelter in place. CPD also used social media to alert 

citizens to the situation. CPD should partner with local media outlets to instruct the public about 

how to stay safe, as well as to provide regular updates of the situation, and to propose ways they 

can help. Using the Emergency Management Division will  improve communication in such 

circumstances by facilitating the connection between CPD, other department heads, and political 

leaders, thereby easing a degree of the administrative burden placed on CPD. 

The Community Outreach Division has worked with the Business & Neighborhood Services 

Division to create an email list for communicating upcoming events and for notifications to be 

made in the event of possible civil unrest.   

Tracking Resources and Personnel 

Maintaining a record of personnel is required to ensure their safety and an effective use of 

resources; however, this was extremely challenging during this event, as officers were reporting 

at unspecified times to various commanders. CPD tracked officers on a whiteboard throughout this 

event. A properly staffed staging location will provide a systematic check-in and check-out, and 

will ensure every officer is accounted for and tracked. 
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The partnerships the City of Charleston and CPD have throughout the area proved invaluable 

during this event; however, keeping track of all action was challenging and, inevitably there was 

some overlap. A single point of contact for all agencies will resolve this issue, and ensure efficient 

deployment of resources. 

Response to Civil Disturbances 

CPD uses a tiered response plan. Tier 1 (Small Demonstration/Protest) and Tier 2 (Expanded 

Demonstration/Protest) are somewhat interchangeable and the police response changes according 

to the size and demeanor of the crowd. Tier 3 (Demonstration/Protest with Disorderly or 

Destructive Behavior) involves the Civil Disturbance Unit (CDU) as a mobile field force that is 

equipped with full riot gear, helmet, gas mask, baton, and shields or less lethal options (if needed).  

CDU trained regularly and officers were prepared to respond for this event. CPD had also trained 

alongside other neighboring agencies, which assured the consistency of responses between teams. 

There were also officers assigned to provide security for fire stations and fire trucks, as needed. 

For this event, CPD did not expect civil unrest on this scale. Consequently, available resources 

were quickly overwhelmed and recall was not as effective as the circumstances required. There is, 

therefore, a need to improve the recall process to maximize the resources available. 

The magnitude and unprecedented nature of the event meant it took a long time to coordinate and 

to digitally process prisoners. CPD has implemented an arrest processing team of Central 

Detectives to ensure a more efficient process. 

In keeping with best practices, officers provided adequate warning for mobile field forces to don 

masks and gave repeated dispersal orders before deploying chemical agents2 to disperse crowds. 

This method proved effective and CPD should ensure they retain an adequate supply, but not 

overstock, as the agent loses its effectiveness after a period of time.  Teams should review the 

process for recording munition use to allow for critical analysis post event. 

Conclusion 

This was undoubtedly a complex, dangerous, and highly challenging series of events.  Indeed, the 

challenges continue, as CPD is intent on prosecuting the high-level offenders who held the city to 

ransom with their gratuitous violence and wanton destruction. We continue to investigate these 

events on a daily basis, and we will pursue prosecution to the fullest extent of the law, both in state 

and federal courts.  

While the response of CPD resulted in no one being killed or seriously injured, and numerous 

individuals being charged with crimes, several businesses sustained significant property damage 

and those citizens caught in the riot zone experienced traumatic events. With regard to CPD, and 

as is evidenced in this report, many productive changes have been made or are underway to prevent 

these acts from occurring again. The Charleston Police Department is much more effective today 

because of this, and will continue to reflect on its practices and seek out areas for improvement. 

                                                 
2 The chemical agent used by CPD causes temporary profuse watering of the eyes and nose. 
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Of paramount importance to our organization is building relationships and public trust, and treating 

individuals with the dignity and respect they deserve, and to which they are entitled.  At a time 

when the police find themselves at the center of national, regional, and local discourse, we are firm 

in our resolve to serve the community and to engage in model police practices. Our goal is to make 

Charleston stronger with the help of the people we serve. 
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Overview of Events and Description of the CPD Response 

Preface 

It is important to shed some light on the state of the world, the nation, and of the City of Charleston 

at the time these events occurred. In late May of 2020, the world was experiencing a pandemic.  

Covid-19 was widespread throughout the United States, and many citizens had been under stay-

at-home orders for months. The Governor of South Carolina had declared a State of Emergency, 

stating that COVID-19 represented an ñimminent public health emergency for the citizens of the 

State.ò3  Similarly, the City of Charleston declared a local state of emergency and, in late May, 

prohibited social gatherings of 10 or more persons on public streets, sidewalks, parks, and all other 

outdoor properties owned or operated by the City of Charleston.4 The City was not issuing special 

events and parade permits due to COVID-19. 

On May 25, 2020, George Floyd was killed while in the custody of Minneapolis police officers.  

Shortly thereafter, a video was released of a Minneapolis police officer pressing a knee on Mr. 

Floydôs neck for several minutes while Mr. Floyd stated he could not breathe.5 The result was 

outrage across the nation; that outrage was felt here in Charleston, as well. On Thursday, May 28, 

2020, City of Charleston Police Chief Luther Reynolds described the death of George Floyd as 

ñdeplorable,ò condemning the actions of the police officers involved and stating that he would not 

tolerate that type of behavior.  

Protests erupted in Minneapolis. While most people were peaceful, some rioters looted and burned 

the city. Other cities followed suit and protestors and the public began demanding change in police 

departments.6  Many of those demands had already been implemented by the Charleston Police 

Department. CPD already had  policies in place addressing de-escalation, the duty to intervene, 

and a ban on chokeholds except in deadly force situations, just to name a few.7  Additionally, 

training was already in place for CPD officers that specifically addressed the duty to intervene. 

The training, called ñEPICò (Ethical Policing is Contagious),8 is a peer intervention program that 

teaches officers how to intervene to prevent wrongful action before it occurs.  

Also at that time, the City of Charleston Police Department had just completed the CNA Racial 

Bias Audit initiated and embraced by the City of Charleston, the Mayor, the City Council, CPD 

and others.  CPD was also in the final stages of producing the 2020-2025 Strategic Leadership 

Plan, which addressed various recommendations from the audit and focused the department on a 

progressive path of working with the community ñwith honest and tangible engagement.ò9  

In 2019, in addition training that the Civil Disturbance team regularly undergoes, the CPD required 

all officers to undergo 8 hours of civil disturbance unit training. CPD also ensured that its units 

                                                 
3 South Carolina, Office of the Governor. Executive Order 2020-08, March 13, 2020. 
4 City of Charleston, Emergency Ordinance 2020-070, May 28, 2020. 
5 Richardson, Ruth, ñGeorge Floyd: What happened in the final moments of his life,ò BBC News, May 30, 2020. 
6 See, #8CANTWAIT, 8cantwait.org. 
7 Charleston Police Department, ñResponse to Resistance/Aggression ï General Order 23.ò Revised 2/1/17. 
8 epic.nola.gov 
9 Chief Luther Reynolds, 2020-2025 Strategic Leadership Plan 
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had the equipment to do their job in the event of a civil disturbance. At the time of the riots, CPD 

had acquired and issued a sufficient supply of equipment to each of its contingent, to including gas 

masks, helmets, and batons. 

The following is a description of CPDôs response to the protests and riots, which occurred on May 

30, 2020 and May 31, 2020.  The response is divided into two time-frames: (1) the protests and 

riots that occurred on Saturday, May 30, 2020 at 2:00 p.m. through Sunday, May 31, 2020 at 3:00 

a.m. and (2) the protests that occurred on May 31, 2020 beginning at 2:00 p.m. and continuing 

throughout the day.10   

Timeline 

May 28, 2020 to May 29, 2020 

CPD monitors many intelligence sources and finds no local credible, verifiable threats. A Justice 

for George Floyd rally is scheduled to occur at Marion Square on May 30, 2020 from 2:00 to 5:00 

p.m., and although there is marching expected following the rally, there is no other confirmed 

information. Another Justice for George Floyd group is expected at Marion Square on May 30, 

2020, and is encouraging people to bring flowers.   

Based on the limited information available, CPD creates an Incident Action Plan to take effect on 

Saturday, May 30, 2020.  Although the situation does not warrant the activation of the CPD Civil 

Disturbance Unit (CDU) in Charleston, given the national outcry after the death of George Floyd, 

CPD decides to activate members of its unit to be prepared and ready to deploy to support 

partnering jurisdictions throughout the State, should they be needed.  In Charleston, there was no 

confirmed information of potential violence and CPD was prepared to handle the anticipated 

protest.  Additionally, there was no intelligence that a very large crowd would be present for the 

protests.  At that time, Charleston had a history of having many special events and peaceful protests 

on the Peninsula.  None of the events ended in violent riots. Therefore, given the lack of 

intelligence and a lack of history of rioters coming to Charleston, there was no anticipation that 

the day would end any differently.  

CPD also communicates with the Mt. Pleasant Police Department CDU, and that unit is placed on 

stand-by to be utilized, if needed.  Other partnering jurisdictions have been notified and are in 

communication with CPD. 

May 30, 2020 

The Public Safety Operations Center (PSOC) is opened and Command staff are assigned to oversee 

the protest.  At 12:30 p.m., a scheduled briefing is held to take roll call and to discuss available 

department resources, the inspection of equipment, and the potential partial deployment of the 

Civil Disturbance Unit, if needed in other parts of the region or state.  Although not part of the 

plan, several Command staff voluntarily come in to assist.   

The PSOC provides situational awareness and strategic planning for the event.  Incident Channel 

3 is opened for CPD and surrounding agencies to communicate during the incident. CDU unit 

                                                 
10 Maps showing the routes of protestors and riots, calls for service and fire calls are attached for reference. See, 

Appendix 1. 
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members are deployed and the Mt. Pleasant CDU is staged and on stand-by. Patrol units, Special 

Weapons and Tactics (SWAT) units and Quick Reaction Squad (QRS) units are assigned to assist.  

The Protests 

2:00 p.m. to 4:00 p.m.  

Command staff are in the Public Safety Operations Center (PSOC) at Headquarters.  CPD officers 

are also present in the field to monitor the demonstration.  The crowd increases in size during this 

period and CPD and Mt. Pleasant CDU are staged for support, if necessary. 

At some point during this time period, demonstrators begin marching on the streets around Marion 

Square; CPD units are managing the crowd, monitoring and marching with protestors, directing 

traffic and closing intersections, as needed.  The crowd size grows to approximately 2,000 people. 

The crowd remains mostly peaceful throughout this time period.  At one point, protestors begin 

surrounding police vehicles and PSOC Command deploys CPD CDU and Mt. Pleasant CDU.  A 

citizen states that he was hit by a car and EMS is called. The CDU units shut down an intersection, 

which is later opened up to ease the gathering of the crowd.  The PSOC Command Plan is to let 

the crowd continue to march, as long as they are peaceful. 

CPD continues to manage the crowd; some are at White Point Gardens.  At this point, small groups 

are now starting to leave the area.  

 

Photograph taken 5/30/20 on East Bay Street 
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4:00 p.m. -5:00 p.m. 

Peaceful protesting continues, and crowd containment and traffic management continue. The 

number of protestors declines.  At one point, vandalism is reported at White Point Gardens.  A 

citizen has a medical event and EMS is called.  PSOC is monitoring the weather and notes that 

rain should be moving into the Peninsula at 5:00 p.m.  A few protestors are noted to have Antifa 

flags. Some of the groups are splitting and one group has blocked an intersection.  A disturbance 

occurs at King and Calhoun and PSOC Command sends CPD CDU and Mt. Pleasant CDU to 

assist. There is a large crowd surrounding Mt. Pleasant CDU.  Eventually the crowd calms down.  

Protestors are permitted to continue walking as long as they are not damaging property or being 

violent. 

PSOC contacts CARTA to advise them to stop all downtown routes until further notice due to the 

protests. 

5:00 p.m.-6:00 p.m.  

Protestors continue marching and crowd containment and traffic management continues.  PSOC 

continues to monitor the weather, noting that the rain should be starting in soon.  At Meeting and 

Calhoun, protestors are challenging Mt. Pleasant CDU, but are non-violent. PSOC Command 

instructs Mt. Pleasant CDU to disengage if necessary to avoid escalation of the situation.  

Fireworks are noted. Charleston County CDU arrives and stages. Glass on one of Mount Pleasantôs 

vehicles is destroyed. There is graffiti noted at some businesses.  PSOC Command advises that the 

rain is coming and will disperse the crowd. 

Rain comes in and the majority of the crowd disperses.  PSOC Command decides to hold the day-

shift over. 

6:00 p.m. - 7:00 pm 

At this time, the crowd is much smaller and is headed to the Ravenel Bridge and is being managed 

by CPD. PSOC Command sends Charleston County, Mt. Pleasant and CPD CDU teams to the 

bridge. Protestors begin going up the exit ramps and some jump the median. Vehicles are stuck in 

traffic and CPD is engaged in traffic management.  Mt. Pleasant CDU is on the bridge and not 

letting anyone on.  Charleston County CDU is present. There are about 100 people; 50 are on the 

bridge and others are in the roadway. Protestors are engaging in a sit-down in front of the CDU 

units. The CDU units request more support to make arrests.  

CPD sends out a tweet advising motorists that protestors are walking the wrong way up on I-26 

Eastbound. 

7:00 p.m. - 8:00 p.m. 

PSOC Command requests assistance for CDU units to make arrests, if needed. Protestors begin 

leaving the bridge area to march back to the Peninsula.  PSOC advises CDU units to inform if they 

need to make arrests for the small group remaining and hoping they can be pushed out.  CDU 

mobilizes to make arrests and the protestors begin walking down the ramp to Meeting Street. At 

that point, southbound Ravenel is re-opened.  There is a report of a fire in the grass that is not 

confirmed.   



 

14 | P a g e 

 

CPD is walking with the remaining protestors and monitoring. New groups of protestors have 

joined the group during the march through the Peninsula. The protestors are heading back through 

the Peninsula to Mother Emanuel church.  There are 75 protestors at Mother Emanuel, talking. 

New groups of protestors are moving into the area. The protestors head towards the Market. 

Additional CPD Command Staff that are scheduled to be off are notified by PSOC to respond to 

headquarters.  

The Riots 

8:00 p.m. - 9:00 p.m. 

The riot begins. Rioters are in the Market area, flipping tables, smashing windows, fighting police, 

assaulting citizens and throwing objects and rocks at officers. A group of 25 to 30 rioters are the 

main attackers. Officers on scene report that the rioters are not part of the group that was out at the 

bridge.  PSOC Command is instructs CDU units to get to the Market to make arrests and deploy 

less lethal.11 CPD Command advises CPD on the ground to arrest when support arrives. Command 

also advises officers to disperse the crowd. At this point, some dispatch calls can be heard on 

Incident Channel 3. 

The riot continues and Charleston County CDU and CPD CDU units arrive to contain rioters. A 

group is coming up behind officers to attack them. There are rioters between the CDU units and 

also flanking them and attacking them.  A rioter deploys a fire extinguisher. 

Rioters begin moving toward Meeting Street from the Market, continuing the attack. PSOC advises 

to try and push the rioters north on Meeting Street.  CPD Command continues to authorize arrests. 

Charleston Place Hotel is vandalized ï bricks are thrown at windows and there is an advisement 

to lock the doors.  Rioters are shooting off fireworks and deploying smoke bombs.  CPD Command 

requests assistance from Berkeley County Sheriffôs Office, Charleston County Sheriffôs Office, 

Goose Creek Police Department, Mount Pleasant Police Department, North Charleston Police 

Department, Summerville Police Department, South Carolina Law Enforcement Division to 

include the South Carolina Department of Natural Resources and the South Carolina Department 

of Probation, Parole and Pardon.  CPD Command requests any available on duty officers to 

respond. 

Calls are made to request the assistance of the National Guard. 

CPD Command authorizes less lethal and Charleston County Sheriffôs Office Air support has 

arrived and is giving dispersal announcements.  A police cruiser is set on fire, pellets are being 

shot at officers, and a citizen reports a shooting on King Street.  CDU deploys impact munitions 

with no effect.  There are multiple calls coming in.  CPD is attempting to make arrests.  CPD 

Command continues to authorize less lethal. CPD Command is planning to push rioters towards 

                                                 
11 Less lethal refers to any response to resistance and/or aggression other than that which is considered deadly force. 

Less lethal in this context means either: (1) chemical agents (aerosol sprays that cause profuse watering of the eyes 

and nose that create a sense of discomfort and disorientation); or (2) less lethal impact munitions (munitions designed 

to stun, temporarily incapacitate, or cause temporary discomfort to a person without penetrating the personôs body). 

Charleston Police Department. ñResponse to Resistance/Aggression ï General Order 23.ò Revised 2/1/17. 
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East Bay to stay away from King Street.  CPD Command plans to push the rioters north and out 

of the Peninsula. 

CPD initiates a reverse 911 call to be sent out in a one-quarter mile radius from King and Calhoun 

asking citizens to shelter in place. 

8:57 p.m.: Reverse 911 call sent out by Charleston County Consolidated Dispatch:  

ñThis [is the] Charleston County Consolidated Dispatch calling on behalf of the 

City of Charleston Police Department advising due to police activity in the 

downtown area for all to please secure your residence and/or businesses and shelter 

in place.  Tune into the local media for additional information.ò CCCDC. 

A press conference is held with Mayor Tecklenburg and Chief Reynolds at Police Headquarters 

announcing a request to Charleston County to implement a curfew.  Chief Reynolds implores 

protestors to be respectful and warns those who intend to harm citizens, businesses and the City 

that those actions will not be tolerated and arrests will be made.12   

Photograph taken on 5/30/20 at the corner of Meeting and Hasell 

                                                 
12 Stinson, Antonio. ñCountywide curfew in effect from 11:00 p.m. Saturday until 7:00 a.m. Sunday.ò Counton2.com, 

May 30, 2020. 






























































































